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ABSTRACT 

Elementary teacheris read vignettes depicxing 
incidents involving (fictional) students who presented chronic 
behavior problems, and then told how they would respond i£ the 
incidents occurred in their classrooms. Responses were coded for 
attributions about the students and about the teacher's roles in 

causing and remediating the problem. Teachers attributed. 

controllability and intentionality to students presenting 
teacher-owned problems, but net to students presenting student-owned 
problems. Students presenting shared problems often were seen as able 
to control their behavior, but not as misbehaving inteEtionally, The 
contrasting patterns of attribution seen in their three levels of 
probleiE ownership were also associated with contrasting patterns of 
goals and strategies. The data bear out expectations based on 
attributional analyses of helping behavior, but raise guestions about 
teachers' preparedness to cope with problem students, (Authors) 
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Abstract 



Elementary teachers read vignettes depicting Incidents involving (fictional) 
students who presented chronic behavior problems, and then told how they would 
respond if the incidents occurred in their classrooms* Responses were coded 
for attributions about the students and about the teachers* roles in causing 
and remediating the problems* Teachers attributed controllability and 
intentionality^ to students presenting teacher^owned problems, but not to stu- 
dents presenting student -owned problems* Students presenting shared problems 
often were seen as able to control their behavior, but not as misbehaving inten- 
tionally. The contrasting patterns of attribution seen in these three levels 
of problem ownership were also associated witl^^contrasting patterns of goals 
and strategies « The data bear out expectations based on attributlonal 

analyses of helping behavior, but raise questions about teachers' preparedness 
to cope with problem students. 



THE INFLUENCE OF PROBLEM OWNERSHIP 
ON TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF 
AND STRATEGIES FOR COPING 
WITH PROBLEM STUDENTS^ 
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Jere E. Brophy and Mary M. Rohrkemper 

Brophy and Putnam (1979), In a review of elementary school classroom manage- 
ment, contrasted the literature on managing groups of students during actual 
instruction with the literature on coping with students who present serious and 
sustained problems. They concluded that recent research had produced a rich and 
largely consistent knowledge base identifying effective group management 
techniques and linking them to teacher success in maximizing student engagement 
in academic activi^es and achievement on standardized tests (cf. Anderson, 
Evertson, & Brophy, 1979; Brophy & Evertson, 1976; Emmer , Evertson, & Anderson, 
1980; Good & Grouws, 1977; and Kounin, 1970) - They also reported agreement across 
diverse sources (educational psychology, behavior modification, and psycho- 
therapy/mental health texts) oa principles for dealing with students who present 
serious problems. Various authors -employed different concepts and addressed 
different problems, but when they did overlap in discussing dealing with problem 
students, they usually offered similar advice. This advice typically was not 
based on classroom research, however. With the exception of certain applications 
of behavior modification principles, there has teen little research on methods 
of dealing with problem students and, in particular, very little research 

^ This paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association in Boston, April, 1980. The authors wish to acknowledge 
and thank Jane Smith, Janis Elmore, Carolyn Rettke, Jean Medick, Lonnie Mclntyre, 
Susan Rubenstein, Stephen Kat2> and JoAnn Hite who assisted in project planning 
and data collection; Jane Smith, Lynn Scott, Patricia Linton, Caroline Wainright* 
Linda Ripley, and Sheba Dunlap who coded the data; Suwatana Sookpokakit who assisted 
with data preparation and analysis; and June Smith who assisted in manuscript 
preparation. 

^ Jere E. Brophy is coordinator of the Classroom Strategy Study and a professor 
of student teaching and professional development, and counseling and educational 
psychology. Mary M. Rohrkemper is project manager for the Classroom Strategy 
Study and an IRT research intern. ^ 
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focusing on techniques that *nay be feasible and effective for the ordinary 
classroom teacher (i.e*, not the school psychologist or other specialist) - 

These issues are addressed in the Classroom Strategy Study, an investigation 
of teachers' thinking about and strategies for coping with 12 types of "difficult"^ 
Or "problem" students often observed at the elementary level (see Appendix 1). 
The 12 problem behavior types described in the appendix were identified as the 
focus for study through the following process: First, a list of approximately 
75 troublesome behaviors was developed from nominations by the Classroom 
Strategy Study staff, which Included professors and graduate students in educational 
psychology and related disciplines, along with several elementary school teachers- 
The list was first winnowed through elimination of duplication, and then 
sharpened and elaborated using concepts and terminology borrowed from previous 
studies of chronic childhood problem behavior syndromes as seen by clinicians 
or classroom teachers (Lambert & Nicoll, 1977; Miller, 1972; Peterson, 1961; 
Stott, Marston, & Neill, 1975; Werry & Quay, 1971)* 

The result was a list of about 20 syndromes or patterns of problem behavior, 
later reduced to the 12 shown in Figure 1 by eliminating several that seemed less 
severe or widespread than the others* The 12 patterns are defined so as to be 
mutually exclusive, although several could coexist in the same student (for 
example, short attention span/distractibility and motoric hyperactivity involve 
different behaviors but are often seen in the same individuals, and either or 
both of these could be combined with underachievement, hostile aggressive 
behavior, or other patterns, as well). Even where multiple patterns exist in the 
same individual, however; the patterns are different enough to be described 
separately without difficulty, and it seemed likely that teachers would use 
different strategies to try to cope with them. Consequently, Classroom Strategy 
Study procedures were designed to deal with each problem separately. It should 
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^* Xf^ J^}"^^ Synrir cupe . Thcs^ children firp. convloced ihac choy cannot tlo the 
the work. They ofteo nvoitl starting or give up easily. They expect to 
fall, ftvco cifter -^(jcct^cdingj Slgos: easily frustrott*dj gives up e.islly, 
says "1 cao* c do it*" 

2* P erfectioof St. Thes*: childreo ar? uoduly an^tious about makii>fi uiistakes. 
Their self-imposed st^tndards are unrealis tically high, so thai they are 
never Kaclpfled t^lth thely work (wheo they (ihotjld be)* Sigos: too mtich 
of a "perf eccionisL"; ofteo uoxious/f e.arrul/friistratGd about quality of 
work^ holds hhck from class participa tloo unless surt^ of self. 

3. Underach lev er* These children do a tnioumum to jiist "get by." Thay do 
not value schoolwork. Si^tts: iodifferent to school work; minimum iirork 

■ output; not challenged by schoolwork; poorly raotiv.ited. 

4. L ow b l e v fer, . These cbildrf^o have difficulty, even though they ^Day be 
wil.liiij; to work. Their problem is low potential or lack of rea<l£neps 
rather than poor motivation. Signs: difficulty following directicn;?.; 
dlffietiltjf completing work; poor retentioo; progros;5es slowly. 

I 

5. _HJStilo Ag&res sive . * These children expres:; hostility through direct, 
intense behaviors. They are not easily conrrolXed. Signs: intiriidate^ 
and threatens; hits and pushes; damages proptirty;* antagonizes; hotf^tile; 
easily angei'cd. 

6* Passive AfiAres:;3'^^ e. These childton expres:; cppoi;itlon and resistance 
to the loacher, out indirectly. It oftv»ii Iwird to tell whether they 
are re^Iiftlng deliber^^.tely cr uot. Sig:is: subtly oppositioi^al tmd 
stubborn; tries to control; boi'derliae cojipliance with rules; mars 
property rather than datnagfis; disrupts surreptitiously; drags feat. 

7. Pef laivt . These children resist authority cmi carry on a power ;?trufgle 
with ihe teacher. They want to have their way and not be told what lo ; 
do. Signs: (1) resists verbally Ce.p. . (a) "Xou can" t makrt ^e. . . '^i 1 
(b) "YoiJi can't tell 3ie what to do..."; (c) nafces derogatory jjt^itements 
about teacher to otherii) ; il) rf:slst.s uon-vsrb<>ll> (e.f... (a) it^owns, 
griiiacrs, mimics teach^jr; (b) arms foldcu, hands on hips, foot 
stomping; (c) looks away when being spoken to; (d) laughs at inappro- 
priate times; Ce) may be physically vioUnc toward teacher; (f) 
deliber^itely does what teacher says not to do). 

8. Hyperactiv e. The.se children show excessive and almost cont?tant taovement. 
even when- tiirting. OftTU their o^ovements appe.ir to be without purpose. 
Signs: sqitlrmsi wiggles, jiggles, scratches; easily excitable; 

bluets oi:t Jdnsvers and cotriment:?; often out of seat; bothers other 
^children with LioiseSi movements; en^rgotic bi:t poorly directed; 
excessively touches objects or people. 

9. Short Atte ntio n Span/[^istra ctl hl e. Totse children have short attention 
Ppnns. They seem Mn,'>bie to sustain at^entloiv and conrentration. Easily 
distracted by sounds, slights, or speech. Sif.ns; has difficulty 
adjusting to changes; rarely cosipletes t^sks; easily distracted. 

10. Immaturr . These children ete ItKnature. They have poorly developed 
emotional stability, self control. PeXf-care abilities, social skills, 
and/or responsibility. Signs: often exhibits bt*havior normal for 
younger children; may cry easily; loses belongings; frequently appears 
helpleSij, iitcosapetent . and /or de^^endent . 

11. R ejected by Feecs ^ These childrt^n seek peer interaction but are 
rejected. ignorfttJ. or excluded. Sign.s: forced to work Kf^d play alone; 
lacks social skill^^; oft^^n picked on or teased. 

12. Shy/Witht^ rawn . These children avoid pcrsor^l interactions, arc quiet 
and unobtrusiv*;, and Jo not respond well to others. Signs; *?:;iet and 
sober; does not initiate or volunteer; does not call attisntlnn to self. 



Figure 1. The 17 Ty^co of proMct: hthr.vXcT ,iidArc\:^^T.6 by the. Clcssroaiii 
Strategy Study. 
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be noted, however, that teachers deal with real students, not abstract behavfiral 
syndromes^ They may worry more about peer rejection of compliant students, for 
example, than about peer rejection of students whose behavior is marked by 
defiance and hostile aggression. These and other possible interaction effects 
among behavior patterns that coexist in the same individuals were not addressed 
in the Classroom Strategy Study. 

This study is not an experiment but a large and systematic gathering of 
self report data from experienced elementary teachers selected to provide 
variation in grade level and types of students taught and in skill at dealing 
with problem students^ Teachers were first observed for two half-days in their 
classrooms so that interviewers could develop impressions of their style and 
success at managing the classroom and dealing with problem students. 
Then they were interviewed, individually and at length (an average of over four 
hours per teacher), Jhis began with a series of vignettes depicting classroom 
incidents in which students* actions or failures to act produced outcomes 
that teachers view as undesirable, and that most teachers will try to counter 
by instructing or socializing the students involved* The series of vignettes 
Included two for each of the 12 problem student types described in Figure 1 
(see Figure 2), Teachers were asked to read each vignette and then tell how 
they would handle that situation if it arose in their classroom* Upon completing 
the vignettes, the teachers began another interview in which they proceeded 
through the 12 problem behavior syndromes and stated what they had learned about 
coping with each one. This interview produced Information about general 
strategies, including preventive methods and long range goals* The present 
report deals with teachers' responses to the vignettes. 

Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed, and then coded with a 
variety of instruments that included categories drawn from both empirical 
content analysis and theoretical sources* This report presents findings related 
to concepts drawn from two theoretical sources: Gordon*s Cl974) Teacher 

ERJC '8 
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1. Jog could b(* a capable student, but his self concept Is so poor ttuit ho 
actu^illy doycribes hJiaself as stupid. He makes no serious effort Lo learuj 
shrug(;-Crn; oTL responsibility by saying that *'cUat stuff", is too h3r<J for 
him. Right now he Is dawdling Instead of getting started on ,in assignment 
that you know he can ilo. You know Chat if you approach him he will begin 
to cociplaln that the assignment is too hard and that ho can't do It. 

2. This tnorninR, several students cxelrcdly tell you that on tiie^ way to 
school tliey shw Tom beating up Sam and taking his lunch money. Tom Is the 
class bully and has done things like this many times. 

3. Bill is an. extremely active child. He seems to burst with energy, and 
today ho iJi barely "keeping the lid on.** This mornlog» the class Is 
working on their art projects and Bill has been In and out of his seat 
frtiqucntly. Suddenly, Roger l*»us out a y*?11 and you look up to see that 
Bill has knocked Roger*s sculpture off his desk. Bill says he didn't 
mean to do it, he was just returning to his seat. 

A. Mark is not well aecepUed by his classmates.. Today he has bt;ea trying to 
get some of the othei: boys to l>lay a particular game with him. After 
much pictading the boys decide to play the game* hut exclude Hark. Mark 
argues, saying that he should get to play because It was his idea jn the 
first place, but the boys start without hinu_Finally, Hark gives up and 
slinks off, rejected again. 

5. h^vM has average ability for school uork* but she is so anxious about the 
{Quality of her wort:* that she seldom finishes an assignment because of 
all her ^*sCart-overs» " This morning j'on-have asked the children to make 
pictures to decorate the roori. The time allocated to art has almost ryn 
out and Beth is far from finished with her picture* You ask her about it 
and find out she has "inade mistakes** on the other ones and this Is her 
third attooipt at a "good picture.'* 

6. The c^ass is about to begin a test. The room is quiet. Just as you are 
about to begin spcakir.g, Audrey opens her desk. Her notebook slide? off 
the desk, spillittg loose papors on the floor. Audrey begins gathering up 
the papers, slowly and deliberately. All eyes are upon her. Audrey stops. 
grJns, and th^n slowly resumes gathering papers. Someone laughs. Others 
start talking. 

7. George's atcention wancers easily. Today it has been divided between the 
discosslovi and various distractions. You ask him a question, but he Is 
distracted and doesn* t h^ar you. 



3. Linda is bright enough, but she is shy and vithdra^^^ ^She doesn't vol^ 
unt^er to participate in class, and when you c^ll on her directly, she 
often docts not respond. Uhen she does, she usually whispers. Tod^iy, you 
"are checking s^^itwork prosresi". When you question her, Linda keeps her 
ey^s lijwercd and says i^r.th:^.ng. 

9. Carl can do good workj but he sej.<iom does. He will try to get out of voyk* 
When you speaU to him aboct chiSj he makes a show of looking serious and 
pledging reform* but his hebavior doesn't cba^ige. Just nov, you see £^ 
typical scene: Carl is making paper airplanes when he is supposed to be 
working. 

10. Roger has be^it; fooling firowid instead of working on his seatwork for 
several dayi; now. Finally, you tell him that he lias to finish or stay 
in during recess and work on it then. He says, "I won't stay inV and 
fipends the rest of the period sulking. As the clas^i begins to line up for 
recess, he quickly jumps; up and heads for the doof. You tell him that ht 
has to stay inside and finish his assign.Tient , but he just says '*M0| I 
don't** and continues out the door to recess. 

11. Betty f;(-€fms younger than the or.her sttidents In your cJaits. She has 
difficulty f:ecting along with them and is quick to cattle. She has just 
told yan thiit she heard some of the boys use '*bad words*' during recess 
today. 

12. JeF.f trl^js Imid bur is the lowest achiever In the class. This week you 
tacp.hL cn lmpo;:crt sequence of le.^sor.s. You spent a lot of txtra tJ.ne 
with Jeff and thcMi£7tt he undersirood the maccrial. Toda/ you are reviewing. 
All the other students answer your quesnions with ease, but when you call 
on Joff he Is cbvicusiy lost. 

(Continued on next page) 



Q Figure 2* The 2A vignettes used in the Classroom Strategy Study. 
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CFJi;Mrt* 2 continues) 

13, M'lcy has tUo Intelligence to succeo.d^ if she applied herself, but she Is 
eonvlnced th^it SiUe can* t handle It. She gets frustrateit <mid disgusted 
very easily* and then she glveii np. Instead of trying to soJvtd the 
problem another way, or comitij; to you for holp^ she skips the problem 

and moves on. Today she brltif;s you her assignment, claiming to be finishedf 
but you see that she has skipped many Items, 

14. Class isi disrupted by a. scuffle. You look up to see that Ron has left 
his seat f»nd gone to Phil's desk,, where he is punching and shouting at 
PMl. Phil Is not so mueh fighting back as trying to protect himself. 
You don't know how this istarted* buu you do know that Phil gets along veil 
with the other students but Ron often starts fights and argues vlthout 
provocation. 

15» Paul can't seem to keep his hands off of the things and people in the 
room^ He also seemsi to want to Inspect er play wltnT wtuitever is at hand. 
When he is not physically nsanipulating son:Bone or something <*lse, he huais, 
vhistlest f,rl^^aces^ drums his fing<:rs^ tjaps his feet* or makes other 
nnlsefi through physical aetivlty. Just nowvhe has discovered that one ef 
- the sctews holding the back of his chair to its frame is loo^e, and he Is 
pushing and pulling at the loose piece. In the_proees,s» ho lu farther 
loosening the connection and at the saiwe Lime-^ijs tract in;; the clas^ wlt^i 
the noise he is making. . 

16. Kauhy is a loner In the classroom and an onlooker' on the playground. No 
one willingly sits with her or plays with hetv. You divided the cla^js Into 
groups to work on projects* and r.hose In Kath'y's group are mailing unkind 
remarks about her, loud enough for all to heat. 

17^ Chris is a capable student^ who is exct-p tL^nal ly anxioui; /»bout making 
mistakes. He doesa* t contrlheto to class dlscusijlons or recitation 
unless he Is absolutely sure ho Is right. Vcii recognize his anxiety «nd 
try to call on him only when you are reasonably sure he can handle if.. 
When you do this today, he blanches and stumbles through an incorrect 
answer. He is cleai^ly ups£:t. 

18* The cla5s has just been given instructions to line up quiclcly. Ths 
students comply,, with the excepLioi^ of Jack* who is cj,;;ay:> the last to 
follou ditections. Jack remains^ at his desk, vorkink^ on a drawing, 
lie looks up. In the direction of the lltiej th^n resumes work on his 
drawing. 

19» Sarah never see«ns to finish an assignment. She is easily distracted, and 
then isn't nhl<^ to recapture what she had been thinking about before the 
Interruption. You distribute a work sheet te Uhr^ clas£, and the students. 
Including Sorah, begin their work. After a couple of minutes you i»ee that 
Sarah Is looking out the windovf distracted iigain. 

20. John often seems to be off in his own world,, but today he is watehing 
you as you lead a discussion. Ple^tsed to see him attentive, you asl- hlzi 
what he thinks. However^ you h*^vc to i^epeat his name and he Jooks 
startled vhen }te realizes ^h.ii yuu have calleil on him. Mv^^tiVvliilc. you 
realize that he has been imt^ier^ed in daydreams and only ap[*eaii^Ci to be 
paying attention. 

21* Naney Is oriented toward peers and social relationships, not school vork. 
She could be doing top grndc vork, but lostead she dees just enough to 
get by. She is often cliacting et writing notes when she is supr>osed to 
be paying attention er working, tn.irlng today* £ le^*son, she h^is re- 
peatedly turned to students on eech side of her to make remarks, and 
now she has a conversation going with several friends, 

22. Squirt guns are not permitted in school, Scott has been sqtiirtlng 
other students with his s<;«irt gun. You tell him to brinfi the squirt 
gun to you- lie refuj^es^ saying tliat It is his and you h^ve no right to 
It. You Insist* but he remains defiant and starts to b'^corie upset. 
Judging from his past and present behavior* he is not goi^g ::o surrender 
the squirt gun voluntarily. 

23. Gteg often loses hl5 bcJongings* become:^ upset^ whlties, ^rrd bad^^ts you 
to help him. Nov he has mifjplncted his hat, and he If; vesCcring ycu again. 
Other students 5mlrk and R.ake remarks about this, iind Greg becom^is upset* 

24. Tim Is a poor student. H^ Kj^s a low pocyncini for sr.hool vort; and also 
lacks the basic experiences that r»elp a ohlld function Ir* the c-assrooni. 
Yoa have just presented a ;iew Insson to thtr class and havr^ assigned 
related seatuork* You look over Lhe class and see that Tim is upset. 
When you ask him if something is wrong, he tej4%^ou that he can^ t do 

It — it's too hard. j[ (] 



Effectiveness Training and the contributions of several social psychologists 



concerning thinking and behavior in helping situations^ 



Problem Ownership 



The concept of problem ownership has been used by various writers concerned 
with psychotherapy and parenting, Gordon (1970) posited that conflicts between 
parents and children could be subdivided into categories reflecting the degree 
to which the parents and children were frustrating one another's needs. Research 
on parents' responses to vignettes Involving conflicts with children has shown 
that these categories or levels of problem ownership are associated with contrasting 
parental responses on dimensions such as assuming a sympathetic, solution-oriented 
stance versus an unsympathetic, authoritarian stance (Stollak, Scholom, Kalltnan, 
& Saturansky, 1973; Kallman, Note 1), 

Gordon (1974) has suggested that identification of who owns a problem is 
also important in examining classroom conflicts. Specifically, he suggests that 
problems in teacher-student Interaction can be divided Into three types: 
(1) teacher-owned problems, in which student behavior intearferes with the teacher's 
meeting his/her own needs, or causes the teacher to feel frustrated, upset, 
irritated, or angry; (2) shared problems, in which the teacher and a student 
interfere with each other's need satisfaction; and (3) stud&nt-owned problems, 
in which students' need satisfaction is frustrated by people or events which do 
not include the teacher, 

Teach&rs are ultimately responsible for what occurs in their classrooms, 
and therefore have at least some degree of ownership in all problems that occur 
there. However, student problem behavior, including that depicted in our vignettes, 
can be located on a continuum ranging from primarily teacher-owned problems through 
more equally shared problems to primarily student-owned problems, according to 
the degree to which teacher behavior frustrates the need satisfaction of students, 
or vice versa. The 24 vignettes in Figure 2 were grouped into three levels of 
problem ownership. 
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Primarily teacher-owned problems Include vignettes 2, 6, 9» 10, 14, 18, 
21, and 22* In each of these vignettes, the student^s actions threaten the 
teacher's needs for authority and control* Primarily student"owned problems 
Include vignettes 4, 5, 12, 16, 17, 23, and 24, Here, the students have 
general problems of self devaluation, feelings of Inadequacy, or Internal 
conflicts. These frustrate progress toward their own goals, but do not 
directly thwart the need satisfaction of the teacher. Vignettes 1, 3, 7, 8, 
11, 13, 13, 19, and 20 present shared problems. In these vignettes, the 
students do not directly threaten the teacher's authority, but because they 
have difficulty living up to the demands of the ideal student role, they create 
classroom management or control problems for the teacher. These three levels 
of problem ownership comprise a situational independent variable used in 
analysis of teachers' thinking about and strategies for coping with the problem 
behavior depicted in the vignettes, 

Attributional Analysis of Helping Behavior 
The attributional approach to the study of achievement (Weiner, 1979) has 
become well known to educational psychologists iu recent years. Less well 
known, but perhaps equally exciting, are attributional analyses of people's 
thinking and behavior in helping situations (i*e, , situations in which a victim 
is suffering some kind of frustration or deprivation, and an onlooker must 
decide whether or not to offer help). Research has been conducted, for example, 
on the behavior of ordinary citizens confronted with the physical collapse of 
a man who may be drunk, ill, or injured, and the behavior of college students 
asked to lend their notes to a classmate who missed the previous class. 
Analyses of reactor behavior in these situations indicate that the likelihood 
of helping the victim depends on the reactor's attributions concerning (1) the 
locus of causality of the victim's problem and (2) the controllability the 
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victim has over his or her plight (Plllavln, Rodin, & Plllavln, 1969; Simon and 
Welner, In Press)* Also Important are the personal risk factors Involved In helping 
and the degree of ambiguity In the situation (Crano, Note 2). 

We expected to find similar effects In teachers' responses to our vignettes. 
Specifically, we expected that teachers' understanding of problems and their 
■Intensity, as well as their attributions about students' self-control capacities 
and underlying intentions, would differ as a function of problem ownership and 
be associated with teachers' perceptions of their own roles (if any) In causing 
the problem, their perceptions of their ability to produce change, and the 
nature of the strategies they suggested for trying to do so* 

Method 

Teachers 

Interviews were obtained from 98 elementary school teachers distributed 
about evenly across grades Of these, 54 taught In Lansing and 44 In Inner^ 

city Detroit* No more than four teachers In any given school were Included* 
All teachers had at least three years of experience and had been nominated by 
their principals as either outstanding or average In ability to deal with 
difficult students. These 98 teachers represented about 75% of those orglnally 
nominated; the others declined to participate* Teachers were paid for the time 
they spent responding tc our interviews* 

Data Collection 

Each teacher was observed and Interviewed by a Classroom Strategy Study 
staff member, who did not know how the principal had rated the teacher* Teachers 
were observed for two half^days, during which the Interviewers gathered general 
impressions of the teacher's style and level of success in managing the classroom 
and dealing with problem students, the nature of the students In the class, the 
general classroom atmosphere, and the availability and use of other adults In 
the classroom. Following this, teachers were Interviewed Individually for an 
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average of over four hours* (range = 2 to 10 hours), spread over two or more 
sessions^ 

Interviews began with the vignettes, which were presented one at a time 
in the order given in Figure 2, Following the vignettes, teachers were asked 
to discuss their general strategies for dealing with each of the 12 probl^ 
student types described in Figure 1, They also were asked to rate their abilities 
to cope with each of these student types, to state the frequency with which 
they had encountered each type in the past three years, and to answer several 
questions about the schools in which they taught« The present report focuses on 
analyses of teachers* responses to the vignettes* Readers interested in more 
details about the larger study as a whole should consult Rohrkemper and Brophy 
(Note 3), 

There were two vignettes for each of the 12 problem behavior types described 
in Figure 1* During development, the vignettes were revised several times to 
insure that they depicted incidents that would be familiar to elementary school 
teachers and perceived as typical of the kinds of problems presented by each 
of the 12 types of problem students under study* To make it easy for each 
teacher to visualize the events depicted in the vignette as occurring in his or 
her own classroom, we eliminated specific references to facilities, equipment, 
or individuals (school psychologists, social workers) that might be familiar 
to some teachers but not others. 

In order to avoid confounding the behavior depicted in the vignettes with 
various status characteristics of students, we avoided mention of age, race, 
ethnicity, or social class, and eliminated clues (direct quotes or other 
language data, pictures or drawings, and so on) that might suggest these 
characteristics. Students were identified by sex through their names, because 
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we felt that this was necessary for realism. Only male names were assigned 
to behavior patterns identified primarily with males (hyperactivity, hostile 
aggressive behavior), but both male and female names were assigned to behavior 
patterns that are less sex typed (failure syndrome, passive aggressive)- The 
incident depicted in each vignette is presented as only the latest in a 
series of similar incidents involving the same student- Thus, the incident 
is placed in a context of chronic problem behavior as defined by the patterns 
given in Figure 1- 

Teachers were asked to read each vignette and respond as if the situation 
had occurred in their classroom- Specifically, they were asked to state what 
they would say and do, to tell why they would say and do this, and to describe 
the student in the vignette in their own words. These data simulate teachers' 
responses to actual classroom incidents in which there are real consequences 
for themselves, for the student engaging in the problem behavior, and for all 
the students in the class, who witness the event and experience its effects 
vicariously. 

Problem Ownership Classification 

Using definitions given by Gordon (1974), we initially classified the 
24 vignettes into five cat:igories according to the degree to which the frustration 
of need satisfaction in the incident affected the teacher rather than the 
student; 1 = 90-100%; 2 - 60-90%; 3 - 40-60%; 4 = 10-40%; 5 = 0-10%, This 
produced 75% agreement within one scale point. Discussion of disagreements 
led to identification of two major sources of ambiguity, and to the 
establishment of two coding conventions to eliminate them. 

The first ambiguity concerned the motivations of the students, which are 
spelled out clearly in some vignettes but deliberately left ambiguous in 
others,' In coding problem ownership, we adopted the convention that students 
would not be construed as deliberately creating problems for the teacher or 
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self defeating outcomes for themselves unless such motivation was stated 
explicitly in the vignette* Thus, the hyperactive students were not described 
as deliberately causing disruption or property damage, and the distractible 
students were not described as deliberately ignoring the teacher or inter- 
rupting the flow of activities* 

The second coding convention dealt with the point in time at which 
problem ownership was to be assessed* Given that these were classroom events 
in which teachers were going to intervene, definitions of problems and 
determinations of ownership would be different before and after such intervention* 
Within Gordon* s (1974) scheme, aggresssive students who attack their peers, 
or under achievers who entertain themselves when they are supposed to be 
working, create a problem for the teacher but do not have a problem themselves 
(their need satisfaction is not being frustrated)* This would change if the 
teacher should intervene, however, especially by pressuring or punishing them* 
At this point, the situation becomes a shared problem, or even a primarily 
student^owned problem* At the other extreme, consider students who are 
rejected by their peers through no fault of their own* In a sense, this is 
purely a student-owned problem, but it becomes partly a teacher -owned 
problem as soon as the teacher notices it and feels compelled to try to do 
something about it* To minimize these ambiguities, and also to insure that 
the classification of problem ownership in these vignettes was faithful .to 
Gordon*s (1974) guidelines, we established the convention that problem ownership 
would be^assessed as it existed prior to the teacher*s intervention* Thus; 
aggression and underachievement were classified as primarily teacher-owned 
problems, even though they might become student-owned problems as well, once the 
teacher intervened* 
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Use of these coding conventions led to 100% agreement within one point 
on the five-point scale of problem ownership* furthermore, inspection of the 
ratings revealed that 23 of the 24 vignettes were coded at either the extremes 
or the middle of the scale, and thus could be classified as primarily teacher- 
owned, primarily student-owned, or clearly shared problems* The only exception 
was vignette #11, which seemed to be somewhere between an equally shared 
problem and a primarily student-owned problem* To reduce our list to three 
classifications and thus simplify analysis, we classified vignette ifll as an 
equally shared problem* 

Attribution Coding 

Each teacher's response to each vignette was coded with the Attribution 
Inference coding system, which focused on five attribution dimensions; locus 
of causality, stability, and controllability (Weiner, 1979); intentionality 
(Rosenbaum, Note 4); and globality (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978)* 
Coders assessed teachers' attributions about the student who presented the 
problem and about their own role (if any) in creating or remediating the 
problem • 

In assessing locus of causality, coders rated whether the problem resulted 
from factors internal to the student (Bill is hyperactive), from factors 
external to the student (Bill has never been taught to control himself), or from 
an interaction between internal and external factors (Bill is hyped up and hasn't 
learned to monitor his behavior)* Teachers who mentioned only one of these 
possibilities were coded accordingly, and the others were coded as having 
mentioned multiple possibilities* Similar methods were used in coding the 
other four attribution dimensions* Controllability ratings concerned whether 
the student was responsible for the problem (Bill can stay in his seat if he 
tries), or whether the problem was something beyond the student*s control 
(he just can't stop his body from moving all the time)* 
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Intentlonality coding concerned whether the student was acting intentionally 
(he was probably load at Roger) or unintentionally (he was probably trying to 
help Roger)* Stability codes concerned whether the problem was seen as stable 
over time (he is constantly In motion, never stops) or as variable (some days, 
he can^t keep the lid on; other days, he does quite nicely). Finally, globality 
coding concerned whether the problem was seen as generalized across situations 
(he can^t sit still anywhere) or as specific to certain contexts (he has a hard 
tlBie with the demands for quiet and physical inactivity in the classroom, 
but he^s fine elsewhere). 

Four of these five dimensions of teachers' inferences about, students were 
also used in rating teachers^ inferences about themselves. Here, the locus of 
causality coding concerned whether teachers saw the problem as resulting from 
factors internal to themselves (Bill is borsd; that means 1 didn^t plan the 
lesson well), factors external to themselves (Bill Is hyperactive and thought- 
less), or a coirbination of internal and external causes (1 know that Bill is 
hyperactive, but I could have prevented this by providing him with more structure). 
Controllability coding in this case referred to teachers^ perceptions that they 
could control the expression of the problem (l*e,, could produce desirable change) 
throu^ their own efforts* Teachers were coded as believing that they could 
produce change personally (I would put Bill on a contract system. It might take 
a while, but he^d learn), believing that change was possible but not through 
their own efforts (Bill needs to be put on Ritalin), or believing that meaningful 
change was not possible, whether through the efforts of themselves or anyone 
else (You can't do much with. Bill except wait for him to outgrow his hyperactivity). 
Stability coding concerned whether teachers expected any improvements in problem 
behavior to be stable (When Bill learns to be aware of his hyperactivity, he 
will be able to control It) or unstable (Bill will feel bad about the broken 
sculpture and he will be careful — for awhile anyway). Finally, Globality 
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coding concerned whether the teacher expected to produce generalized change (1 
would make sure to notice when he was able to control himself -better on the 
playground, at lunch, or what have you) versus situation specific change (I would 
remove him from the hubbub to help him control himself next time we had art 
so this wouldn*t happen) « Xntentionality was not coded in regard to teachers* 
perceptions of their change efforts, because these were always explicitly 
intentional « 

Other Coding 

Vignette responses were also coded with other systems. The Rewards and 
Punishments coding system examined the types of revzard, punishment, supportive 
behavior, and threatening or pressuring behavior that teachers reported using 
In dealing with the problems depicted in the vignettes. The Universal coding 
system addressed various qualitative aspects of teachers* responses, in- 
cluding whether the content coimunicated to students was instructive versus 
merely imperative, and whether the goals of the intervention strategy were 
confined to short term control/desist attempts or instead included systematic 
attempts to modify behavior through Instruction or reinforcement or get to the 
bottom of the problem by building a relationship and producing insight. Details 
about coding and analyses involving these other systems can be found in 
Rohrkemper and Brophy (Note 5, Note .6)* The present report mentions only a 
selected subset of these variables, to illustrate general patterns of relationship 
to problem ownership. 

Coding Reliability 

All teachers* responses to each vignette were coded twice, by separate 
coders, with each of the three systems. Coders were unaware of the identities 
of the teachers, the probMm ownership classificationSof the vignettes, and 
expectations concerning relationships with attributions. Coding reliability was 
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computed as percent exact agreement* Percent exact agreement equals the number 
of codes made and agreed upon by both coders divided by itself, plus the number 
of disagreements, plus the number of codes made by the first coder but not the 
second, plus the number of codes made by the second coder but not the first* 
These agreement percentages were 76% for the Attribution Inference system, 72% 
for the Rewards and Punishment s system, and 68% for the Universal coding systema 
Disagreements were resolved by each pair of coders, with involvement of the 
authors when necessary* 

Data Analyses ^ , 

Each category within each variable in each of the three systems (except 
for three variables in the Universal system which were treated as scales) was 
treated as a presence (1) versus absence (0) code, and these scores were 
aggregated across the vignettes within each of the three levels of problem 
ownership* Averaging these codes within each level yielded mean proportion scores 
indicating the likelihood that the teacher would use each category in responding 
to any particular vignette in that level of problem ownership* In addition, 
sum scores indicating multiple use of categories were computed and averaged 
for certain variables (rewards, for example)* The proportion and sum scores 
were subjected to one-way analyses of variance to assess main effects due to 
levels of problon ownership* 



Results 

Data from the Attribution Inference codes are shown in Table 1* For each 
variable, we have included data for the category used most frequently and for 
the category indicating use of multiple codes. In addition, data for the 
category indicating mention of interaction between the most popularly used 
category and the contrasting category that was paired with it are given for the 
three variables that included this option* Data from the contrasting paired 
Q categories are not included in the table because they are redundant with the 
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Table 1 17 
MeanSj Standard Deviations and Probability Data from 
Analyses of Variance in Teacher*s Attributional Inferences by Problem Owuersbip 



Proportional Use of Category 



Category 
Teachers* Perceptions 
About the Students 
Al Locus of causality: 

internal to student 
A3 Loctis of catisality: 

internal-external 

interaction 
A4 Locus of causality: 

multiple possibilities 
Bl Controllability 

student responsible 
B3 Controllability: 

both possibilities 
CI Intent ionality: Student 

acts intentionally 
C3 Intentlonallty: 

both possibilities 
Dl Stability: problem Is 

stable over time 
D3 Stability: 

both possibilities 
El Globallty : problem 

Is generalized 



Teacher-owned Shared 
Problems Problems 



Mean SD 



.77 .19 



.03 .06 



.07 .11 



.79 .16 



.06 .08 



.70 .16 



.08 .11 



.85 .15 



.06 .09 



.80 .16 



Mean SD 



.76 .20 



Student Owned 
Problems 



l^an SD 



.70 .20 



.02 .06 



.13 .13 



.36 .21 



.08 .09 



.07 .09 



.87 .14 



.06 .09 



.83 .14 



3.83 



.03 .07 



.13 .17 



.12 



6.71 



.16 .14 342.75 



.06 .08 



1.57 



.05 .09 



.93 .12 



.03 .07 



2.5S 



7.38 



4.02 
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.88 .14 7.33 
(continued on next 



.0229 



.SS61 



.0014 



<.0001 



,2106 



.19 .12 .05 .09 742.70 c.OOOl 



.0776 

.0008 

.0191 

-.0008 
page) 
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Table 1, (cont^d.) 
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Teacher-owned 
Frob Icms 


Shared 
rroDiems 


Student Owned 
Frob lems 
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Mean SD 


Mean SD 


Mean 


SD 








E3 


Glob a 11 ty: 


















both possibilities 




.09 .09 






2.66 


.0718 




Teachers' Perceptions about 
















Themselves 
















F2 


Locus of causality: 
problem Is due to the 


















teacher 


.92 ,12 


.93 .11 


.90 


.13 


1.59 


.2067 




F3 


Locus of causality: 


















T-S Interaction 


.01 .03 


,01 ,04 


.03 


.06 


5.25 


.0058 




■ F4 


Locus of causality: 


















miltlple possibilities 


.07 ,11 


.05 ,08 


.06 


.08 


1.01 


.3640 




Gl 


Controllability: 


















T can effect change 


,61 ,23 


, 78 .20 


,66 


.19 


17.45 


< . 0001 




G3 


Controllability: 


















Meaningful change not 


















possible 


.02 .05- 


.04 .07. 


.05 


.10 


6.48 


.0018 






Controllability: 


















multiple possibilities 


.32 ,22 


.16 ,17 


.23 


.17 


16.82 


< . 0001 




HI 


Stability; expects 


















stable Improvements 


,55 .23 


,57 , .20 


.64 


.22 


4.33 


.0140 






ocaDiiicy •. Docn possx— 




■ 








• 






bill ties 


.04 ,08 


.04 .08 


.04 


.07 


.05 


.9472 
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Globality: expects 


















generalized improvements 


.32 ,22 


.41 .23 


.54 


.26 


21.22 


<.0001 




13 


Globality: both 


















possibilities 


,01 ,04 


,02 .05 


.01 


.05 


.96 


.3836 
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other information* 

In general, it is clear from the table that teachers' attributions about 
self and students differed according to level of problem ownership* As expected, 
means for teacher/student-shared problems (TS) typically fell between the means 
for primarily teacher-owned problems (T) and the means for primarily student- 
owned problems (S)« 

Locus of Causality 

The data for categories F2 and Al indicate that the teachers typically saw 
the problems as caused by factors external to themselves, typically factors 
internal to the students Within these general trends, the teachers were slightly 
less likely to attribute student-owned problems to factors internal to the 
student ( -77^, 76^^, -70^), compared to teacher-owned or shared problems. It 
is clear from these data that teach&rs do not see themselves as the causes, in 
whole or even in part, of classroom behavior problems, at least the kinds of 
chronic behavior problems depicted in these vignettes. 

Controllability 

The means for variable Bl (.79 , -36 -16 ) indicate that the teachers' attri- 
butions concerning students* ability to control their behavior covary with problem 
ownership levels. Students exhibiting student-owned problems were seen as 
unable to control their behavior, and thus as victims rather than individuals 
responsible for their problems* Attributions concerning students with shared 
problems were more mixed, although teachers were somewhat more likely to see 
these students as unable to control their problem behavior than as able to 
control it* Finally, the teachers were very likely to see students presenting 
teacher T)wned problems as able to control their behavior, and thus as blameworthy 
for the problems they created* For example, Carl, the underachiever in vignette #9, 
is seen as making paper airplanes instead of doing his work because he chooses to. 
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and not because he doesn't understand the directions or f?oesn't know how to do the 
assignment* In contrast, Jeff, the low achiever in vignette #12, has a stu- 
dentH3wned problem* His failure to answer is attributed to low ability, and 
not to poor motivation or other causes that he would be expected to control 
(as Carl is), Betty, the inuaature student in vignette #1L presents a shared 
problem when she tattles to the teacher* Like the other shared problems, this 
produces less teacher consensus about controllability of the problem behavior* 
Some teachers believe that Betty knows better than to tattle such things, and 
tend to hold her responsible for failure to exercise control* Other teachers, 
however, see Betty as acting according to what she believes she should or must 
do, and they do not attribute controllability to her* 

The means for variables Gl, G3, and G4 indicate that teachers believe that 
m&aningful change Is possible even for these chronic behavior problems, and. 
typically they believe that they can effect change through their own actions 
(vs* believing that change is possible but must come about through the actions 
of parents, physical maturation, or other factors that teachers do not control)* 
Even so, teachers* confidence in their ability to effect change often assumed 
help from other adults (either the parents or school support services). The 
pi^incipal or counselor were often used for hostile aggressive and defiant stu- 
dents, and special aides for dealing with low achievers. Statements of inability 
to effect change (G3) were rare, but when they did occur they appeared most 
frequently with regard to hyperactivity, 

Intentionality 

As did their controllability^ attributions, teachers' attributions con- 
cerning intentionality in students' problem behavior covaried with levels of 
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problem ownership. The means for variable CI Indicate that Intentlonallty Is 

very likely to be attributed to students presenting teacher "•owned problems, 

but unlikely to be attributed to students presenting shared problems and especially 

to students presenting student-owned probleins (.70^, '^^^g, '^^s^ ' 

difference between the controllability and Intentlonallty data Is that teacher 

owned problems are usually seen as both controllable and Intentional, but shared 

problems and student-owned problems are likely to be seen as unintentional even 

If they are seen as controllable. Students with the latter problems presumably 

present problem behavior because they do not know any better or are prone to forget 

Instructions, and not because of any deliberate Intention to misbehave. 

For example, Jeff, the low achiever in vignette #12, Is not seen as trying 
to get out of class recitation, to play to the class, to Irritate the teacher, 
or in any other way to Intentionally cause a problem. Instead, his problem 
stems from limited ability, something over which he has no control. Bill, the 
hyperactive student in vignette //3, creates a shared problem when he breaks 
the sculpture. Teachers typically see him as able to control his hyperactive 
behavior and thus responsible for the problem to a degree, but they usually temper 
this by recognizing that it is difficult for Bill to control his movements. 
Therefore, the incident described in the vignette is seen as an unfortunate 
accident, and not an intentional act of destruction. Both controllability and 
Intentlonallty are typically attributed to Carl, the underachiever in vignette 
#9, Most teachers not only expect Carl to control his behavior (concentrate on 
hlB work), but also believe that he is misbehaving Intentionally. He is aware 
that he is not supposed to be making paper airplanes at this time, but he does 
BO nevertheless, perhaps as an act of defiance, to get attention, or to show 
off to his classmates. 
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Stability 

The means for variable Dl Indicate that the problem behavior of the 
students depicted in the vlgnetteswas seen as stable over time C*85^, *87^g, 
• 93g), especially for student ^wned .problems* This has little meaning in 
the present study because stability was built into the vignettes* Data taken 
using vignettes without such stability cues would be more instructive. 

The means for variable HI ('55^, '^'tS' '^^S^ indicate that the teachers 
tended to see themselves as able to produce stable changes, especially for stu-* 
dent owned problems* Our Impression is that Intentlonallty notions are oper- 
ating here* When teachers perceive problem behavior as unintentional, they tend 
to be more confident of being able to produce stable change* Intentlonallty is 
apparently associated with resistance to the teacher, and Intentional problem 
behavior is seen as less likely to be changed by the teachers' efforts for jany 
length of time beyond the immediate situation, 

i 

Glob a 11 ty 

Like stability, globallty of the problem behaviors (generalization across 
situations) was built into the vignettes. As a result, the meansfor variable 
El (,8Qj,, 'fl3^j '^^s^ high, but especially for student-owned problem 

situations. In general, the data for variables Dl and El Indicate that the 
teachers were aware of the material built into the vignettes, indicating that 
the problem was not an Isolated incident but part of an ongoing pattern of 
similar problem behavior exhibited by the student in question* It is not 
clear why the teachers were most likely to note this for student -owned problems 
and least likely for teacher -owned problems, and in any case these are relatively 
minor variations on the major themes described above. 
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The means for variable II (*32^^ '^-"-tS* *^^S^ are. lower and vary more 
than those for variables Gl and Hl^ indicating that teachers are relatively 
pessimistic about their abilities to bring about generalized change in student 
behavior^ even though they are generally optimistic about their abilities to 
bring about stable change. Student-owned problems were an exception to this 
trend* Here^ a slight majority of teachers expected improvement to generalize 
across situations as well as be stable over time« 

Problem Solving Strategies 

Selected data from the Rewards and Punishments coding system and the 
Universal coding system are presented in Table 2« These data indicate that 
levels of problem ownership covary not only with teachers' attributions about 
self and students^ but also with the strategies they mention for coping with 
the problem^ In teacher-owned problem situations^ the teachers perceived the 
students as capable of self control but intentionally misbehaving^ Given these 
attributions^ the teachers were pessimistic about their ability to produce 
generalized improvements* These negative expectations were reflected 
in the restricted language shown in their responses to vignettes depicting 
teacher -owned problems* These responses were often confined to terse demands 
for behavior change^ with little explanation of the rationales underlying these 
demands and little emphasis on instruction about appropriate behavior. Goals 
^pically were limited to short-term control of symptomatic behavior^ without 
erttphasis on substituting desirable behaviors (rewards/shaping goals) or preven- 
tive/remedial attempts to address possible causes of the problem behavior (mental 
health goals) « These restricted goals are reflected in a relative absence of 
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Table 2. 

Selected Data Illustrating Relationships between Levels of 24 
Problem Ownership and Teachers' Strategies .for Responding to 
the Problems Depicted in the Vignettes 

Strategy Teacher-Owned Shared Student-Owned 



Variables 


Problems 


Prob lems 


Prob lems 


F 


2. 




Mean 


SD 


Mean 


SD 


Mean 


SD 






Rewa rds 


.03 


.08 


.14 


.16 


.05 


.11 


26.98 


.0001 


Punishments 


.65 


.35 


.27 


.22 


.04 


.08 


188.39 


.0001 


Supportive behavior 


.50 


.34 


1.37 


.47 


1.98 


.53 


401.76 


.0001 


Specific behavioral praise .02 


.05 


.08 


.11 


.08 


.11 


16.44 


.0001 


Global peirsonal praise 


.uu 


.01 


.02 


.06 


.02 


.05 


7.72 


.0006 


Threatening/ pressuring 


















behavior 


.35 


.39 


.20 


.25 


.06 


.10 


45.33 


.0001 


Specific behavioral 


















criticism 


.09 


.12 


.10 


.12 


.03 


.07 


16.74 


.0001 


Global personal criticism 


.06 


.10 


.03 


.08 


.01 


.03 


13.57 


.0001 


Imperative (not instruc- 


















tive) use of language 


















1 

to student 


1.51 




± . ^ ± 


. HI. 


1 HA 


. 


41.90 


.0001 


Mental Hygiene/ Coping 


















Goals 


.19 


.17 


.39 


.23 


.65 


.21 


203.27 


.0001 


Rewards/shaping Goals 


.16 


.16 


.47 


.21 


.28 


.19 


98.01 


.0001 


Control/Threat or Punish 


















Response 


.85 


.16 


.38 


.20 


.20 


.17 


467.43 


.0001 



This variable was a three-point scale (1 " highly instructive; 2^ minimally instructive; 
3 - purely imperative). All other variables are proportions reflecting use of categories 
Scored present (1) vs* absent (0), or averaged sum scores reflecting use of any categorie 
within the larger variables of reward, punishment, supportive behavior, or threatening/ 



pressuring behavior* 
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rewards and supportive teacher behavior in these responses, and in frequent 
reliance on punishment or threatening/pressuring behavior. 

In contrast, students presenting student-owned problems were seen as 
victims of circumstances they did not necessarily cause and could not control* 
Teachers expected difficulty in effecting change in these situations, but 
expected such change to have a meaningful effect on the students' lives, if 
accomplished* These attributions apparently translated into teacher commitments 
to help these students* 

Teachers' responses in student"Owned problem situations featured extensive 
talk designed to provide support, nurturance, and instruction, and not merely 
an attempt to control the students' behavior through rewards or punishments* 
The teachers frequently mentioned working on long-term goals with these 
students, attempting to improve their mental health by improving their self- 
evaluations, or teaching them coping techniques that would allow them to 
succeed in situations in which they were now failing* 

Teachers' responses to shared problems fell in between these extremes, 
and yet yielded a third distinctive pattern of attributions and response strategies* 
Teachers' goals for students in these shared problem situations were more varied, 
but they were primarily long term, with emphasis on . replacement of current prob- 
lem behavior with more appropriate behavior* This is in contrast to both the 
short-term desist techniques employed in teacher-owned problem situations and 
the more generalized long-term mental-health goals characteristic of student* 
owned problem situations. Recall that in shared problems, students were seen 
as acting unintentionally but perhaps carelessly, and as needing to learn self 
control* Teachers expected to be able to improve their behavior, but perhaps 
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only within specific contexts, and perhaps with litnited stability over time* 

Students in these shared problem situations typically were exposed to 
behavior modification programs, with high teacher involvement in the form of 
close supervision or provision of cues or other help* There was some limited 
use of language for instruction or socialization, but typically these methods 
did not rely on language as the major, treatment* Instead, there was an emphasis 
on environmental engineering, modeling, or shaping students* actions without 
extended explanation* Students in shared problem situations received the most 
rewards, as well as their share of punishments • In addition, they wereipraised 
more by the teachers, especially with praise tied to specific behavior Ci*e*, 
praise that was used as part of a behavior modification strategy rather than 
as part of an attempt to encourage or build close relationships wj,th the students) 

These strategies, based heavily on teacher controlled rewards, punishment, 
supports, and praise, are consistent with the teachers^ attributions about stu- 
dents presenting shared problems, and with their belief that any changes in these 
students would probably be specific and unstable* The teachers expected that 
these students would be cooperative, but also believed that constant, ongoing 
environmental manipulations would be needed to maintain appropriate behavior. 
Thus, in the interest of maintaining a smooth running classroom, the teachers 
generally were willing to continually engineer events to improve the fit between 
the students and the classroom expectations* 

Discussion 

The data indicate that each of the levels of problem ownership was asso" 
ciated with a distinct pattern of teacher attributions about self and student 
and with a distinct set of strategies proposed for use in responding to the 
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problem. Teachers* attributions about the motivations and other causal factors 
underlying problem student behavior affect their expectations about what, can 
be done to improve the situation, and these in turn affect the goals that teach- 
ers set and the strategies they employ in attempting to realize those goals. 

The frequently significant and often striking effects of problem ownership 
support the usefulness of this concept for conceptualizing problem solving in 
the classroom. The data also support the application of attributional analyses 
of helping behavior to conceptualization of teachers' interactions with problem 
students. Research on helping behavior has established that withholding help 
is likely when victims are seen as responsible for their plights (i.e., when 
observers attribute victims* problems to internal causes and see them as able 
to control their problem behavior (Simon a Weiner, in press), Carroll and Payne 
(1976) reported similar patterns for parole decisions: Punishment is most harsh 
and parole least likely when the offender is seen as the source of the problem, 
as having acted intentionally, and as likely to persist in criminal behavior in 
the future « Conversely, offenders are less likely to be punished severely and 
more likely to receive parole when their crimes are judged to result from external, 
unintentional, and unstable causes* Our findings linking teachers* attributions 
about students' behavior with teachers' goals and strategies for dealing with 
these problems parallel these results* 

We believe that attribution patterns form important links in the process 
that teachers use to construct strategies for coping with problem students^ es- 
pecially when initiating or changing strategies (that is, especially when engaging . 
In active decision making rather than merely responding habitually). Figure 3 
presents a model tracing this process* The model is influenced by Carroll and 
Payne's (1977> model of parole decisions. It begins with the teacher*s perception 
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of a specific event Interpreted against a background of previous beliefs and 
experiences with this type of behavior. This leads to an attributlonal analysis 
of the student and the teacher's own potential Involvement* Real world cost 
factors are the final component In the construction of the teacher's Influence 
strategy* 

The cost decision analysis Involves examining real world coTistralnts and 
tradeoffs* The costs encompass (l) costs to the teacher, who must operate 
within the social demands of the teacher role and within personal expectations 
Involving investments of time, energy, and emotional Involvement; (2) costs to 
the problem student, whose present and future growth may be affected by any 
action or nonaction; (3) costs to the class In terms of lost teaching time, 
undesirable vicarious learning, or unintended ripple effects; and (4) potential 
costs In other areas such as relationships with the student's family or with 
the school administration* 

For example. In teacher-owned problems, risk factors to the teacher*s 
role status are high and are compounded by administrative expectations and 
the fact that most such problems occur in the presence of the class* Recall 
that teachers attributed controllability and intentlonallty to students presenting 
teacher-owned problems and Indicated low expectations for promoting stable and 
global change* In these situations, we found that teachers* strategies were 
characterized by higher frequency of punishment, restricted language, and mini*, 
mlzlng of long-term mental-health goals in favor of short-term control or 
desist attempts, ^ 

With student-owned problems, risk factors are less immediate and more focused 
on the student* Teachers attributed neither controllability nor Intentlonallty 
to these students, and they indicated a hopeful prognosis for change* Thus this 
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level of problem ownership was associated with teacher encouragement and 
Support^ extended language, and long-term mental-health goals involving develop- 
ment of coping techniques and self approval* 

Finally, shared problem situations Involve an immediate threat to the smooth 
running of the classroom (and therefore to teacher role demands), and a secondary 
threat to the student's learning progress or self evaluation* Teachers did not * - 
usually attribute intentional ity to the student in these situations, even if they 
did attribute controllability, and they believed themselves capal)le of effecting 
stable specific change* Thus their strategies featured relatively little punish* 
ment and relatively more rewards md praise combined with contracts, behavior chart* 
ing, and other techniques used to pursue behavior modification goals with specific 
objectives « 

The model presented In Figure 3 accomodates Information from the present 
study on teachers* attributions and strategies in dealing with problem students « 
and may be useful in generating other research on classroom life« It also illustrates 
hov attributional analyses of onlookers' likely behavior toward victims ^o need 
help can apply to teachers and students (respectively) in classrooms* 
Ihese attributional inferences and decisions about response strategies appear 
to .be part of the natural human ptocess/of .making sense of the sbdial: environment^^ * / 
(compounded, of course^ by fthe situational effects and risk factors that apply 
when teachers are interacting with their students) « 

It should be noted that this natural process is not very effective or 
professionally appropriate for teachers or others whose professional obligations 
involve more commitment to helping their clients than can be expected of an on- 
looker encountering a victimized stranger on the street* It seems clear that 
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Figure 3. Process Model of Teacher Strategy Construction 
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"natural" attributions, especially as they apply to students presenting teacher- 
owned problems^ can lead to self defeating expectations and behavior, resulting 
in deterioration of the teacher-student relationship and escalation of the 
behavior problem* Teachers need to be Tnade more aware of the effects their attri- 
butions can have on their self-assessments and subsequent behavior, so that they 
can learn to construct strategies that extend beyond mere control and desist 
techniques* The "natural" attribution processes and related follow-up responses 
may be appropriate for making parole decisions, but they seem counterproductive 
for decision making in the classroom* 

The findings related to problem ownership are also disturbing* Gordon (1974) 
suggests active listening, empathy, and other nondirective therapy techniques 
for dealing with student owned problems, and communication through "I" messages 
followed by negotiation of commitments for change in behavior for dealing with 
teacher*owned problems- These techniques were rarely mentioned by the teachers 
in this study* Teachers did typically respond sympathetically to students with 
student-owned problems, although they usually responded with a combination of 
environmental manipulation, advice, and suggestions, rather than active listening,. 
In dealing with students presenting teacher-owned problems, the teachers were 
much more likely to respond punitively than to engage in the kind of problem 
solving negotiations that Gordon recommends* Thus, although the concept of 
problem ownership was useful in analyzing teachers^ attributions and responses 
to problem studentSt it typically was not used consciously by the teachers them- 
selves, and certainly was not used in the ways that Gordon recommends* 

Given that all of the teachers in this study had at least three years of 
experience arid had been recommended as either average or outstanding at dealing 
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with problem students by their principals, the data suggest widespread know- 
ledge and skill deficiencies in these areas. Relatively few teachers had 
specific knowledge, let alone training, in behavior modification, mental-health 
consultation, or other strategies for dealing with problem students. Many 
teachers complained of this and stated a desire for such training, but many 
others stated that their job was to teach and not to act as therapists for 
students with personality or behavior problems. Thus, there seemed to be a 
minlnial awareness of, and In some cases, an active lack of interest in, the 
wealth of knowledge about classroom management and problem solving that has 
developed in recent years (See Brophy & Putnam, 1979), 

In closing, several methodological limitations and qualifications should 
be noted. 

First, even though teachers could respond at length and in their own 
words, and even though the vignettes were revised several times to make 
them as familiar and realistic to the teachers as possible, the data come 
from self reports and not from classroom observation. We assume, but cannot 
prove, that teachers* attributions about self and student obtained from these 
vignette simulations reflect the attributions that would be obtained In real 
life (cf, Bar-Tal & Frieze, 1976; Fontaine, 1975; Frieze & LaVoie, Note 7), 
We will be analyzing relationships between teachers' responses to these 
vignettes and their behavior as observed during our classroom visits, however, 
to at least speak indirectly to this question. 

It should also be noted that our interest In studying the 12 problem behavior 
types listed In Figure 1 led us to build stability and globallty of problem be- 
havior into the vignettes. Recall that the incident depicted in each vignette 
is presented as only the latest in a continuing series of similar incidents in- 
volving the same student. This portrayal of the vignette incidents as part of 
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a larger chronic problem begged the question o£ stability, and globality percep'- 
tions, and may have affected teachers' locus of causality, controllability, and 
intentionality attributions as well. Similar research using different vignettes 
might yield different (more "professional") responses. 

Finally, although these vignettes can simulate real classroom events as far 
as they go, they lack the rich context that surrounds classroom interactions in- 
volving a teacher and students who know one another and share a history of exper- 
iences together* It may be that certain teachers, especially those who have 
difficulty abstracting their thoughts about how to deal with hypothetical pro- 
blem students but who achieve success dealing intuitively with real students 
in concrete situations, might look more impressive in their classrooms than they 
do in their responses to our vignettes* We doubt this, at least as a general 
phenoBaenon, because our iinpression is that teachers* vignette responses are 
generally better than their classroom responses to problem students, partly 
because of social desirability motivation and partly because it usually is easier 
to formulate an effective response in an interview situation than in the class- 
room* Nevertheless, it would be informative to study teachers* actual problem- 
solving behavior in classrooms perhaps using stimulated recall techniques in- 
volving recording classroom events and then playing them back for teachers and 
allowing them to explain their thinking and motivation. 
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